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Unethical Consumer Behavior in India: The Role of Institutional and Socio-cultural 
Factors 
Abstract   
Purpose: To explore how institutional trust, frugality, and materialism motivates consumers 
unethical behavior.   
Design/methodology/approach: The authors conducted the study in two phases- qualitative 
and quantitative. In the qualitative phase through a content analysis of semi-structured 
interviews, a list of unethical activities was obtained. In the quantitative phase, a questionnaire 
was developed, which had questions related to the unethical activities. Data collection for the 
quantitative phase was achieved through mall intercept surveys. The collected data were 
subjected to exploratory factor analysis, confirmatory factor analysis, and multivariate 
regression analysis.  
Findings: Poor institutional environment, frugal attitude and materialistic values motivate 
consumers from an emerging economy to indulge in unethical acts some of which were not 
explored before such as booking a cab but not boarding or stealing electricity. 
Originality/value: Research evidence on unethical consumer behavior is lacking from 
emerging markets. Furthermore, extant studies have used mainly national culture models to 
explore unethical behavior and lastly, the role of institutional trust and frugality has not been 
explored in previous studies. The present study tries to fill these gaps by considering these 






The issue of unethical consumer behavior (UCB) is a seldom explored area in the field of 
consumer marketing. Studies in this field have focused on (a) different types of UCB, such as 
shoplifting (Carrington et al., 2014; Cox et al., 1993; Liu et al., 2009) and softlifting1 (Chen et 
al., 2009; Goles et al., 2008), and (b) drivers of unethical behavior, such as the religious beliefs 
of individuals (Arli and Tjiptono, 2014), long-term orientation, morality (Rawwas et al., 2005), 
and self-esteem (Gentina et al., 2016). The UCB literature is based primarily on the findings 
from developed markets while studies on fast-growing emerging markets are limited (Arli and 
Tjiptono, 2014; Lu and Lu, 2010). Institutional voids in emerging markets (Khanna and Palepu, 
2000) have created a corrupt and nontransparent environment in which consumers have lost 
institutional trust and indulge in unethical acts. Consumers develop a frugal attitude in certain 
risk conservative Third World countries where resource scarcity and poverty exist alongside 
institutional voids and this has implications for UCB. Frugality refers to quick fix solutions 
(i.e., improvised solutions arising out of scarce resource availability) and is considered a clever, 
unconventional, and sometimes unethical means of solving problems that otherwise require 
resource consumption (Radjou et al., 2011). The extant literature has not explored the influence 
of institutional trust or the frugal attitude of consumers on their unethical behavior. Similarly, 
with the advent of globalization, some emerging markets have experienced transitions in their 
culture. A consequence of globalization is that materialism has gradually replaced spiritualism 
(Gupta, 2012) and this has implications for unethical behavior.  
The objective of the present study is to analyze the drivers of the unethical behavior of 
emerging market consumers. The unethical activities in which emerging market consumers 
indulge are explored first. Then, how the perceived institutional environment, frugal attitude, 
and materialism influence the unethical behavior of the consumers in an emerging market is 
examined. India was selected as the context of the study because it has all of the underlying 
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characteristics that this investigation intends to explore with respect to UCB. India is a country 
with institutional voids (Khanna and Palepu, 2000) and most Indian consumers are frugal to 
such an extent that scholars have specifically studied their frugal behavior (Radjou et al., 2011), 
after which the concept of frugality also gained traction. Finally, India’s culture is transitioning 
from spiritualism to materialism (Gupta, 2012). Although the role of materialism in UCB has 
been established (Arli and Tjiptono, 2014; Chowdhury and Fernando, 2013), the findings of 
the present study indicate two factors (the institutional environment and the frugal attitude of 
consumers) that earlier studies have not explored as driving UCB.  
This paper contributes to the literature of UCB in three ways. First, it explores the drivers of 
unethical behavior from the perspective of emerging markets. While consumer ethics studies 
have remained principally confined to developed markets, studies from emerging markets have 
been significantly lacking in comparison (Liu et al., 2015; Zhao and Xu, 2013). The ethical 
philosophy of Western societies is rooted primarily in utilitarian theory and the theory of justice 
(Bentham and Hart, 1970). While these theories highlight the role of individual interests in 
shaping ethical behavior, the Confucian school of ethical philosophy guides the ethical or 
unethical behavior of emerging market consumers. As a moral guiding philosophy, the 
Confucian school of thought puts more emphasis on power distance/uncertainty avoidance and 
other elements of the socio-cultural environment (Whitcomb et al., 1998). Since it is vital to 
explore consumers’ unethical behavior in emerging markets independently, this study bridges 
the gap in the literature.  
Second, although extant studies have highlighted cultural differences in the UCB literature 
(Whitcomb et al., 1998), the role of the institutional environment remains largely unexplored. 
The presence of institutional voids in a country can lead to corrupt political and business 
practices. This reduces the consumers’ trust of the institutional environment, which can be 
instrumental in shaping the unethical behavior of those consumers (Traphagan and Griffith, 
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1998). In 2017, India scored a very poor 40 out of 100 on the international transparency index 
(Transparency International, 2017), which both signaled the overall corrupt political 
environment and could influence consumer behavior. This aspect of the institutional 
environment has not been explored. With these considerations, this paper highlights the 
influence of both the socio-cultural environment and the institutional environment in shaping 
UCB. 
Third, national cultural frameworks such as those of Hofstede (1997) and Trompenaars 
(Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 1998) are generally employed in describing the socio-
cultural environment of a country. However, these frameworks are inappropriate for 
holistically defining the cultural environment of a country. Although any consumer in any 
country could have a frugal attitude due to personal circumstances or personality, the role of 
the socio-cultural environment such as with poverty, resource scarcity, institutional voids, and 
the risk conservativeness of a society in developing such an attitude is incontrovertible. 
Therefore, the present study explores the role of socio-cultural environment in driving UCB.  
The remainder of this article is organized as follows. First, a review of the UCB literature is 
presented. The uniqueness of India’s institutional and socio-cultural environment is reviewed 
next and that is followed by sections on methodology, analysis, and discussion. 
Theoretical background 
Theoretical foundations of consumer ethics 
Consumer ethics can be defined as “rightness as opposed to the wrongness of certain actions 
on the part of the buyer or potential buyer in consumer situations” (Dodge et al., 1996). 
According to Vitell et al. (2005) and Muncy and Vitell (1992, p. 298), consumer ethics refers 
to ‘individuals’ principles and standards that guide their behavior as they obtain and use goods 
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and services’. Though consumer beliefs about ethical behavior are shaped by several factors 
like level of corruption at the national level (Wang and Murnighan, 2014), broadly consumer 
ethics research is embedded in the theory of personal moral philosophy, categorized as moral 
idealism and moral relativism (Vitell et al., 1991). Moral idealism perceives actions as 
universally good or universally bad i.e. an action is either inherently right or wrong irrespective 
of the consequences of that action (Swaidan et al., 2003). Moral relativism, however, 
propagates that rightness or wrongness of an action is embedded in the culture and norms of 
the society to which an individual belongs (Belk et al., 2005).  
Cross cultural differences in UCB 
Studies have been conducted across several countries like Europe (Van Kenhove et al., 2001), 
and Australia (Auger and Devinney, 2007) to explore cross-cultural differences in UCB. For 
instance, Al Khatib et al. (1997) found US consumers to have a higher unethical disposition 
than Egyptians. Similarly, differences were noticed in northern and southern European 
countries (Babakus et al., 2004). Although, cross-cultural studies help in building holistic 
perspective of unethical behavior, yet sometimes certain countries have specific nuances rooted 
in their socio-cultural environment, such that general comparisons cannot be made. For 
instance, the unique cultural aspects of the Indian environment, i.e., frugality and spiritualism, 
could give rise to UCB. We now explore these environmental aspects in detail, beginning with 
institutional environment.  
Institutional environment of India 
Government, through laws, rules, and regulations, influences transactions within a country. 
This is done for the welfare of the general public. However, in societies with institutional 
loopholes, such policies are rarely implemented for the public welfare (Tanzi, 1998). Rather, 
the government becomes involved in corrupt practices so as to serve its own needs first. As a 
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consequence, unmerited contracts are rewarded, and funds are used inappropriately and are 
generally siphoned off by corrupt officials (Rodriguez et al., 2005). Institutional loopholes lead 
to corruption, which has several negative consequences. For instance, access to health care, 
education, and other such basic amenities becomes unreachable to the common people, and 
consequently, quality of life suffers.  
The institutional environment of countries such as India are characterized by bureaucracy, 
corruption, and poor infrastructure. Adversity can be gauged from the fact that political leaders 
pay voters during elections to buy their votes (Ferraz and Finan, 2008). Similarly, for a very 
long period of time, a license raj was prevalent in the Indian business sector, which resulted in 
businesses spending heavily towards bribing government officials to receive a license or a 
permit to operate a particular business (Aghion et al., 2008). Bribing was required to obtain a 
license as red-tapism was highly prevalent thereby making government processes of approving 
license extremely slow. Similarly, government plans introduced to alleviate poverty, such as 
the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, were not effective, as funds 
were siphoned off (Jha et al., 2009). Overall, various loopholes exist in the Indian institutional 
environment, as a result of which India has been declared one of the most corrupt Asian 
countries (Sanchez, 2012). 
Such a poor institutional environment is likely to have a bearing on consumer behavior, 
specifically UCB. A poor institutional environment may lead to anger and motivate aggression 
among individuals, which can consequently shape unethical behavior. This is because unfair 
events may raise distressing emotions and as a measure to cope with distressing emotions, 
citizens take actions to achieve fairness of situation. If consumers perceive that their interests 
are appropriately represented in political institutions and find government helpful rather than 
being corrupt, they are more willing to comply with rules and regulations and restrain 
themselves from illegal acts. Extant literature indicates that under such circumstances, 
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consumers are even not scared of punishment that the government might impose (Frey and 
Feld, 2002; Torgler and Schneider, 2009). Thus, consumers may not restrain themselves from 
indulging into illegal activities. Hence, we hypothesize: 
H1. Consumers with lower levels of perceived institutional trust are more likely to engage in 
unethical activities. 
Frugal attitude and socio-cultural environment  
A frugal mentality is adopted by those who want to believe in the highly efficient utilization of 
resources and end up buying less or tend to experience benefits of products and services without 
buying them (Lee et al., 2009). Such consumers either end up having a very simple life or they 
indulge in different sorts of thefts so as to experience the benefits of products and services 
without having to pay for the same (Kozinets et al., 2010). Thus, the frugal see themselves as 
disciplined in their spending of money and also less impulsive in their purchases. They are also 
cautious in using and reusing their current possessions so that they do not have to pay more to 
acquire more. A consumer may be frugal by virtue of personality or could be shaped by the 
institutional and cultural environment of a country.  
Countries such as India are characterized by a corrupt institutional environment, 
overpopulation, resource scarcity, and risk conservativeness, all of which give rise to the frugal 
attitude of consumers (Berger and Herstein, 2014). A frugal mentality is so deeply ingrained 
in the day-to-day activities of Indians that it is considered a part of the socio-cultural 
environment of the country. In the search for prosperity and well-being, Indians in general find 
frugal solutions as a means to combat the corrupt and competitive business environment 
(Birtchnell, 2011). Consequently, frugality permeates consumer life, frequently resulting in a 




H2. Consumers with frugal attitudes are more likely to engage in unethical activities. 
Materialism and consumer ethics 
Individuals for whom worldly possessions are a source of happiness are inclined to be more 
materialistic (Garðarsdóttir et al., 2012; Lu and Lu, 2010). Such individuals are likely to 
overspend to fulfill their goals. This is because they believe that worldly possessions are a 
signal of success (Muncy and Eastman, 1998). Scholars have reported an association between 
materialism and debt measures (Pirog and Roberts, 2007; Ponchio and Aranha, 2008). 
Materialism and consumer ethics are likely to be relevant in those countries which have 
gradually transitioned to materialism from a polar opposite aspect of spiritualism. For instance, 
spiritualism used to be the unique context of Indian culture (Lamont and Bates, 2007). It refers 
to the degree to which an individual holds a belief in God and spiritual values (Rashid and 
Ibrahim, 2008). Several Indian spiritual movements have made an impact worldwide (Sharma, 
2005). However, with encompassing globalization, the significance of materialistic values 
increased for Indian consumers (Ghadrian, 2010). Changes in consumer values can be gauged 
from the fact that in a survey conducted in 2013, India was found to be the second most 
materialistic Asia-Pacific country, just after China (Manchanda et al., 2015). This deviation 
from a traditional spiritual culture towards new materialistic norms could influence consumers’ 
unethical behavior. Thus, when consumers are unable to achieve materialistic values through 
normal means, they opt for unethical means. Hence, we hypothesize:  
H3. Consumers with materialistic values are more likely to engage in unethical activities.  
This study was conducted in two phases. In the first phase, a qualitative research was 
conducted, followed by quantitative research in the second phase. The purpose of the 
qualitative research phase was twofold. First, through this phase, a list of possible unethical 
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activities which a consumer may engage into was generated. Second, qualitative research was 
aimed at examining the underlying motives for engaging in such activities.  
Methodology- Qualitative phase 
In the qualitative phase, through in-depth interviews, a list of likely unethical activities 
prevalent among Indian consumers and motivations for the same were obtained. For recruiting 
respondents, a marketing research firm, based in the national capital of India, Delhi, sent emails 
to 213 respondents across Tier 1, 2, and 3 cities2 inviting them to participate in the study. In 
the email a) the purpose of the study, b) that a remuneration of $3.15 post interview will be 
paid and c) confidentiality agreement were clearly mentioned. Nevertheless, only 86 
participants expressed their desire to participate in the study. Next four interviewers over a 
period of nine days interviewed the 80 respondents. All four interviewers received half a day 
training and briefing from the researchers regarding the questionnaire. Six respondents could 
not be interviewed owing to logistic issues. Furthermore, in the present study we considered 
only those interviews which lasted for at least one hour (De Chernatony and Riley, 1998). In 
all, 33 in-depth interviews (15 females) were considered of which 19 (8 females) respondents 
were from Tier 1 cities namely Delhi and Mumbai and the remaining 14 (7 females) interviews 
were conducted with respondents in cities, namely Agra and Bikaner, in northern India. The 
respondents consisted of eight students in the age group 18-25 years, 19 working class 
executives in the age bracket of 23 – 60 years, and six retired personnel above the age of 60. 
The median annual household income of the sample was $9,200. Some typical questions asked 
from the interviewees were as follows: (i) According to you, what distinguishes ethical 
behavior from unethical behavior? (ii) State and describe any or some unethical behavior 
indulged in by you or someone known to you and the reason behind it. Based on the responses 
to such questions, an exhaustive list of likely unethical activities was prepared, along with 
reasons for the same. The interviews presented certain unethical activities which were not 
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reported in the earlier studies but were found to be prominent in the Indian market. Examples 
of these include occupying property in an illegal manner, non-payment of actual taxes and 
stealing of electricity. A list of 21 unethical activities was developed, based on in-depth 
interviews. Table 1 lists unethical activities common to both India and other countries as well 
as unethical activities which were not reported in extant studies.  
------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 about here 
------------------------------------------- 
Results and analysis- Qualitative phase 
Data obtained through qualitative interviews were first content analyzed regarding consumers 
motivations to indulge into unethical activities. Thus, one of the author content analyzed all the 
statements. Subsequently, two postgraduate students who were briefed apriori about the 
content analysis technique again cross-checked 45 percent of the statements and reached the 
same conclusion as the author (who did the content analysis) regarding the motivation for 
unethical activities. The inter-coder reliability was an acceptable 94 percent.  
The content analysis of qualitative interviews revealed how the institutional and socio-cultural 
environment in India motivated consumers to indulge in unethical acts. Figure 1 presents all 
the 21 unethical activities along with the respondents’ motivations, the frequency of occurrence 
and demographic trends. However, due to space and word limitations we only present (a) three 
unethical activities which are not present in the extant consumer ethics literature and (b) three 
unethical activities which were reported in earlier studies as well. 
-----------------------------------------------  




Unethical activities not reported in prior studies 
Stealing electricity. It was mainly the politically corrupt institutional environment of India that 
motivated consumers to steal electricity. As one of the respondents (male, age 38) mentioned- 
 “Since this is risky, we would steal electricity when local elections are due. We know 
politicians will turn a blind eye to the problem if they want a vote. I feel this is the easiest and 
the quickest way to solve the electricity problem.”  
This attitude of politicians because of their desire for power and votes kept them silent over 
illegal issues, highlighting the loopholes in the institutional environment of India and hence, 
motivating consumers to indulge in unethical acts.  
Occupying a property in an illegal manner. Some respondents were involved in property 
trespassing again due to the corrupt institutional environment of India. Real estate in India is 
the most predominant form of invading black money. As one of the respondents (female, age 
27) stated-  
“Corrupt political leaders and business people will artificially hike up the price of property for 
their benefit, making it virtually impossible for a lower middle-income person like me to ever 
own a house.”  
In property trespassing, they also found a jugaad “quick-fix” solution to their problem. As yet 
another respondent (male, age 35) commented- 
“I illegally occupied a property, forged papers and sold it off to a third party. I think this was 
a shorter, faster and a smarter way of giving a better life to my children.” 
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Default on loan and credit card payments. Consumers engaged in credit card or loan defaults 
due to transition to materialistic values, which for Indian consumers was found to be even 
higher than that in western society (Dittmar and Kapur, 2011). As one of the respondents 
(female, age 26) commented- 
“There are so many interesting things to purchase. So, out of temptation, I ended up buying 
too much stuff for myself, which I did not have the capability to repay.”  
Unethical activities reported in current as well as extant studies 
Recording a movie premiere or a live match broadcast and uploading it to various internet 
sources. Consumers felt that this was a way of helping friends who wished to watch a movie 
One of the college students (male, age 23) commented- 
“Many of my friends are unable to watch a movie premiere or a live cricket match when shown 
on TV. They are very happy when I or someone like me uploads movies or matches on a 
streaming website from where they can download it later and watch.” 
This is a reflection of frugal attitude, where a consumer to solve affordability problem opted 
for a thrifty solution.  
Usage of pirated software. This was the most common unethical activity (67 percent). Most 
consumers used pirated software since they found it difficult to afford the original software. 
For them buying a pirated version was a frugal expenditure of resources, which motivated them 
to buy pirated software  
Reading books in bookstores and not buying. This was the third most common unethical 
activity (52 percent). Consumers gave several reasons such as “I can use this money to buy 
something more interesting”, “I cannot afford to buy, so it’s better that I quickly take important 
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points here while no one notices”, These motivations were a reflection of frugal values and 
behavior.  
Overall, based on responses present here and in Figure 1, we find that some activities like 
illegally occupying a property or stealing of electricity were motivated by the poor and corrupt 
institutional and socio-cultural environment of India. With increasing job opportunities and 
globalization, spirituality was being replaced by materialism and which in turn was triggering 
unethical behavior.  
Methodology- Quantitative phase 
In the second phase, a quantitative research was conducted to examine how institutional 
environment, frugal and materialistic values influence different unethical activities. First, the 
21 listed unethical activities obtained through qualitative research were used to develop a 
consumer ethics questionnaire to measure the ethical disposition of consumers. Each of the 21 
items was measured using a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 
= strongly agree. Thus, a high score indicated that consumers considered a particular action as 
less unethical or more acceptable. Next consumers responded to a five-item institutional trust 
scale (Villoria et al., 2013) which was used to measure perceived institutional void; a four-item 
consumer frugality scale adapted from Lastovicka et al. (1999) and a seven-item materialism 
scale (Cleveland et al., 2009). For the institutional trust scale items, a Likert scale ranging from 
1= absolute trust and 7 = absolutely no trust was used. For the consumer frugality and 
materialism scales the scale items range between 1= strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree.   
Data for the present study was collected using the services of seven first-year postgraduate 
students of an educational institution located in the South of India. Three postgraduate students 
collected responses from a Tier 1 city and the remaining four students collected responses from 
two Tier 2 cities. All the three cities were located in the South of India. Each of the seven 
postgraduate students covered two shopping malls located in two different localities. Also, 
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students coordinated with each other so that they didn't overlap each other’s locality or 
shopping mall. For example, one of the students collected data from only those consumers who 
were visiting either a shopping mall located in the North of the Tier 1 city or a shopping mall 
located in the North-West of the city. The other student collected data from two shopping malls 
located in different localities of the South of the Tier 1 city. This procedure helped in collecting 
data from respondents who belonged to different demographic profile. The students intercepted 
the consumers visiting the shopping mall in between 10.00 am to 1.00 pm and 4.00 pm to 7.00 
pm. All the students collected data over a period of two weeks, during which a total of 382 
consumers across the three cities were intercepted of whom 307 agreed to participate in the 
study. The respondents were made aware that the questionnaire was related to unethical 
activities practiced by consumers and that the data would be used only for academic purpose. 
Respondents were also informed that the questionnaire could be completed either in English or 
in their native language. We employed the services of a professional translator to translate the 
questionnaire from English to the native language of the respondents. A back translation was 
also done by another translator, which achieved an exact match (Hui, Ho, and Wan, 2011). A 
total of 26 percent of the respondents completed the questionnaire in their native language. 
After removal of 29 questionnaires, which were incomplete or had missing information, we 
were left with 278 usable questionnaires (127 females) of which 161 usable questionnaires (76 
females) were from the two Tier 2 cities and the remaining 117 usable questionnaires (51 
females) were from the Tier 1 city. Table 2 (a) and 2 (b) provide details on the demographics 
of the survey respondents. 
 
------------------------------------------- 






Insert Table 2b about here 
------------------------------------------- 
 
Results and analysis - Quantitative phase  
The survey data on the 21 unethical consumer activities was subjected to an exploratory factor 
analysis (EFA) with varimax rotation to explore the common underlying constructs. Figure 2 
presents the items and the factor loadings.     
-----------------------------------------------  
Insert Figure 2 about here 
----------------------------------------------- 
The Kaiser Meyer Olkin statistic was in excess of 0.70 as recommended by Malhotra (2008). 
Additionally, Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (1258.10, p<0.001). The four factors 
accounted for 66.75 percent of the total variance. These four factors were named based on the 
typology of Vitell and Muncy (1992, 2005). The first factor was named “actively benefiting 
from illegal activities” (ACT), the second factor as “no harm/no foul activities” (NOH), the 
third factor as “passively benefiting” (PAS), and finally the fourth factor as “actively benefiting 
from questionable activities” (QUES). Furthermore, the internal consistency reliability of the 
four factors ranged from 0.81 to 0.88, indicating acceptable reliability (Nunnally, 1978). The 
order of the factors in our study was, however, different from the Muncy and Vitell (1992) and 
the Vitell and Muncy (2005) studies where the first factor was ACT, followed by PAS, QUES, 
and NOH.  In the present study NOH was the second factor extracted. This could be attributed 
to the Indian consumer’s perception that the unethical behavior items of NOH were not directly 
harming anyone, and they could convincingly indulge in those activities. This again highlights 
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that frugal attitude is not a part of consumers’ individual personality, but the overall poor 
environment in India. 
Next a Confirmatory Factor Analysis model was performed which supported the four-factor 
structure of UCB among the Indian consumers (n= 278). The measurement model indicated a 
good fit (ℵ2 of 248.170, df= 189, root mean square error of approximation [RMSEA]= .042, 
comparative fit index [CFI] = 0.952, Tucker-Lewis index [TLI] = .948, goodness-of-fit index 
[GFI] = .945). Furthermore, based on the Fornell and Larcker (1981) mechanism, the average 
variance extracted (AVE) and the composite reliability (CR) for each of the constructs was 
calculated to assess the convergent validity. A comparison of the square root of AVE of the 
constructs with the construct correlations was also undertaken to assess discriminant validity. 
All the constructs had acceptable discriminant validity. These are reported in Figure 2. 
Additionally, we also obtained the reliability scores for the institutional trust, materialism and 
frugality scales which were 0.92, 0.88 and 0.86 respectively.  
To test the impact of materialism, institutional trust and frugal mentality on the four dimensions 
of consumers’ unethical behavior, the data was next subjected to multivariate regression 
analysis. The multivariate regression analysis was performed using Stata (Ver 15.0) and the 
command used was mvreg. We also controlled for demographics of consumers. Thus, gender, 
income, and age very dummy coded and incorporated in the model. Table 3 presents the 
correlation matrix of dependent and independent variables and Table 4 reports the results of 
multivariate regression analysis.  
------------------------------------------  
Insert Table 3 about here 
------------------------------------------- 
------------------------------------------  





As we speculated through the first hypothesis the perceived institutional environment 
significantly influenced ACT (β = 0.13, p<0.01), NOH (β=0.15, p<0.01), PAS (β = 0.05; 
p<0.01), and QUES (β= 0.07, p<0.01). Thus, we received evidence in support of H1. The 
second hypothesis predicted that frugal attitude of consumers significantly impacts types of 
unethical activities. Since beta coefficient of frugal attitude was significant for ACT (β = 0.15, 
p<0.01), NOH (β = 0.14, p<0.01), PAS (β = 0.11, p<0.01), and QUES (β = 0.16, p<0.01) we 
also received evidence in support of our second hypothesis. The beta coefficient of materialistic 
value was significant for ACT (β = 0.14, p<0.05), PAS (β = 0.12, p<0.01), QUES (β=0.09, 
p<0.01), and insignificant for NOH (β =0.07, p>0.05). Thus, we received only partial evidence 
in support of our third hypothesis. 
Discussion 
The findings of the present study highlight the underlying motives of UCB in India and they 
explain how the institutional and socio-cultural environment influences UCB. This 
investigation contributes to the motivational drivers of unethical consumer behavior. Its 
findings clearly indicate that the lack of institutional trust and a frugal attitude influences 
consumer involvement in all types of unethical activities, whereas materialism influences all 
but not NOH. While a plethora of research explains the behavior of frugal consumers, including 
the lifestyle of the consumer (Lastovicka et al., 1999), brand engagement (Goldsmith et al., 
2014), etc., previous studies do not explain the implications for unethical consumer behavior. 
The findings of the present study indicate that such consumers are also more likely to engage 
in different types of unethical activities. Similarly, the extant literature suggests that a corrupt 
institutional environment enhances corruption in organizations as well (Ashforth et al., 2008). 
The present study extends the role of the institutional environment onto the consumer behavior 
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and its findings indicate that, similar to executives, consumers are also likely to behave 
unethically when they do not trust the institutional environment. The findings regarding 
materialism are in agreement with those of Vitell et al. (2005), in which materialism was found 
to influence illegal activities significantly.  
The implications of the present study are relevant for corporations, concerned government 
departments, and consumer protection groups. Since certain unethical acts are difficult to 
control unless the institutional environment of a country improves, to gain institutional trust, 
regulatory authorities need to free the country of all types of institutional voids. The 
government should also work on reducing poverty to help reverse frugal attitudes. In the case 
of certain illegal activities, regulatory bodies could create consumer awareness and formulate 
punitive policies against consumer fraud. For example, large penalties could be imposed for 
boarding a bus with an expired bus pass or without purchasing a bus ticket. Such measures 
could reduce unethical consumer behavior significantly. In some cases, notwithstanding high 
penalties, the fear of being caught is low; therefore, companies need to work with the 
government to augment their control mechanisms. Similarly, while offering credit cards, banks 
and credit card institutions should be more judicious in the selection of customers.  
Conclusion, Limitations, and Future Research 
The limitations of the present research are as follows. First, the immense size and magnitude 
of the diversity in India, coupled with marked differences in different tiered cities, presents a 
major challenge of sampling while conducting investigations of this nature. Given the scope of 
the present research, it was not possible to study a sample from every part of the country. 
Consequently, a sample from different tiered cities may not be a complete reflection of the 
magnitude of the unethical activities across India. Since the list of items so generated could 
vary for other emerging markets, the findings from an Indian context cannot be generalized to 
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other emerging markets. Nevertheless, this study can certainly be used as a foundation from 
which to explore the drivers of unethical behavior in other emerging markets. Second, with 
only 33 participants, the size of the qualitative component of the research was small. Therefore, 
it may be difficult to draw a population inference from the qualitative study (Bergman, 2011). 
Third, although the face to face data collection method allowed a better coverage of the 
population (in terms of socio-demographic profiles), however, it also increased chances of 
desirability bias as some respondents might have been reluctant to acknowledge their unethical 
behaviors or intentions. 
In conclusion, it may be stated that this study was useful in drawing attention to a topic that 
had not hitherto been investigated sufficiently in emerging markets. It opens several additional 
avenues for in-depth study on consumer ethical beliefs, such as in the role of the consumer 
personality and the political party in power. For example, a consumer may indulge less in 
unethical behavior if his/her preferred political party is in power; as such, according to the 
consumer, a party may work in societal welfare. Likewise, aggressive consumers in a corrupt 
environment may be more prone to unethical behavior. The index followed in the present study 
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Table 1: Unethical Activities  
Activities reported in extant literature  
Unethical Activities  Country of Study  Study 
Not buying tickets if not asked 
for 
Austria, France, UK, USA Mitchell et al. (2009) 
Occupying somebody else’s 
reserved seat in the bus/ train 
Austria, France, UK, USA Mitchell et al., (2009) 
Lying about a child’s age to get 
a discount 
Turkey, US, France, 




Mitchell et al. (2009), Kavak et 
al. (2009); Liu et al., (2009); Al-
Khatib et al. (2004); Polonsky et 
al., (2001); Rawwas et al. 
(2005); Arli and Tjiptono, 
(2014); Schneider et al. (2011) 
Using pirated software 
China, India, Germany, 
Turkey, Indonesia; Taiwan 
Chan et al., (1998); Schneider et 
al., (2011); Arli and Tjiptono, 
(2014); Chen et al., (2009) 
Drinking a can of soda while 
shopping in a supermarket 
without paying for it 
Japan, UK; Middle east 
countries 
Erffmeyer et al. (1999); Vitell 
and Muncy (2005) 
Keeping quiet on wrong bill 
calculation 
Japan, India, Romania; 
European countries; 
Belgium; Turkey, 
Germany, Hong Kong, 
Austria, UK, USA 
Erffmeyer et al. 1999; Al-Khatib 
et al., (2004); Polonsky et al., 
(2001); DeBock and Kenhove, 
(2010); Arli and Tjiptono, 
(2014); Babakus et al., (2004); 
Mitchell et al. (2009 
Stealing items from hotels Romania, India, Turkey 
Al-Khatib et al., (2004); Rawass 
et al., (2005) 
29 
 
Hiding defect/s of the product 
while reselling it 
US business students, 
Romanian; Belgium; 
Indonesia 
Al-khatib et al., (2004); DeBock 
and Kenhove, (2010); Arli and 
Tjiptono, (2014) 
Using cable services of the 
previous tenant 
USA Rallapalli et al., (1994) 
Recording a movie premiere or 
live match broadcast on TV 
and uploading it to various 
internet sources. 
USA; China 
Malin, & Fowers, (2009); 
Shoham et al. (2008); (Debock) 
Not paying the actual tax on 
income 
 
(Arli, 2014, Muncy and Vitell, 
1992) 
False insurance claim USA, Rallapalli et al., (1994) 
Using an expired train/ bus 
pass to cheat the service 
provider 
Austria, France, UK, USA Mitchell et al. (2009) 
Jumping queues to purchase 
tickets 
Austria, France, UK, USA Mitchell et al. (2009) 
Activities not reported in extant literature 
Unethical Activities  Country of Study  Study 
Stealing of electricity India Present Study 
Subletting a part of the rented apartment to others India Present Study 
Occupying property in an illegal manner India Present Study 
Default on loan and credit card payments India Present Study 
Booking a cab but not boarding it on arrival India Present Study 
Spending time in a bookstore to read a book and 
eventually not buying it 
India Present Study 
Ordering goods online and opting for cash on 
delivery and then not receiving the delivery 





















Table 2(a): Demographics (Tier 1 Cities, n= 117) 










18-25 yrs  44% 32% 24% 64% 21% 15% 
26-35 yrs 55% 35% 10% 48% 26% 26% 
36-45 yrs   33%  44% 23% 42% 33% 25% 
> 45 yrs  33%  25%  42% 50% 17% 33% 
 
 
Table 2(b): Demographics (Tier 2 Cities, n= 161) 










18-25 yrs (29) 71% 23% 6% 72% 21% 7% 
26-35 yrs (17) 67% 11% 22% 65% 29% 6% 
36-45 yrs(17) 58% 29% 13% 59% 23% 18% 

















Table 3: Correlation Matrix (n=278) 
    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 ACT 1       
2 NOH .31*** 1      
3 PAS .38*** .34*** 1     
4 QUES .33*** .31*** .36*** 1    
5 Materialism .49*** .15** .74*** .63*** 1   
6 Frugal .62*** .65** .73*** .72*** .38*** 1  
7 Institutional Trust .51*** .45*** .41*** .69*** .0.32*** .38*** 1 
 
***,p<0.01; **,p<0.05; *,p<0.10 
ACT = Actively benefiting from illegal activities, NOH= No harm/ no foul activities, PAS= 




















Table 4: Results of Multivariate Regression Analysis (n= 278) 






















































































R-square 0.25 0.21 0.16 0.24 
F-statistics 9.97*** 7.92*** 5.71*** 9.44*** 
 ***,p<0.01; **,p<0.05; *,p<0.10 
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ACT = Actively benefiting from illegal activities, NOH= No harm/ no foul activities, PAS= 

















* ACT = Actively benefiting from illegal activities, NOH= No harm/ no foul activities, PAS= Passively benefiting, QUES = Actively benefiting 
from questionable activities. 




1 Softlifting is a type of software piracy, such that a user illegally copies or installs licensed 
software violating a license agreement. Its objective is not to earn profits, but to make the 
software available at a much lower price to mass consumers. 
2 Based on the directives of Central Pay Commissions (India) in 2008, Indian cities were 
categorized into three segments namely: Tier I, Tier II and Tier III. This categorization 
considered population of a city as an important segmentation criterion. There are 8 Tier I cities, 
26 Tier II cities and 33 Tier III cities. The Tier I cities are considered the most urban followed 
by Tier II and Tier III cities. This segmentation is necessary to allot House Rent Allowance to 
public sector employees (see “Tier 1, Tier II and Tier III cities of India,” mapsofindia.com, 
www.mapsofindia.com/maps/india/tier-1-and-2-cities.html, accessed February 15, 2016. 
                                                          
